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This thesis will show that, in its original form, “The Turn of the Screw” acted as a 
monument to the intellectual unity shared between Henry James and his brother William.  
Through evaluating James’ biography, memoirs, and letters with William, this thesis will 
illustrate the subtle collaborative inspirations that initially helped James write the first twelve-
part serial edition of “The Turn of the Screw” for Collier’s Weekly, which ran from January 27, 
1898 until April 16, 1898. I will also demonstrate the effect of William’s philosophy and his 
death on the revisions James’ made to his  story as published in the twelfth volume of his New 







On June 4, 1890, William James wrote to his brother, Henry James, explaining that he 
had completed his “tedious book,” The Principles of Psychology (Letters of William James 
1:296). In his letter, William explained, “[a]s ‘Psychologies’ go, it is a good one” (1:296).  
William’s Principles would act as the predominant survey of what he termed the “science of 
mental life” of his generation (Principles xii). However, he knew his text was destined to 
become obsolete during the rapid evolution of late nineteenth-century psychology. Thus, 
William continued in his letter,  “psychology is in such an ante-scientific condition that the 
whole present generation of them is predestined to become unreadable old medieval lumber, as 
soon as the first genuine tracks of inside are made” (1:296). William eagerly awaited the future 
progress of psychological theory as he wrote the last line of his letter to James, “[t]he sooner the 
better, for me!...” (1:296).  
Since boyhood, William and Henry James were in constant intellectual competition. In 
his edition of The Diary of Alice James, Leon Edel quotes a friend of the James family who 
spoke of “the ‘unhappy’ James children, fighting ‘like cats and dogs’” (A. James 4). Frequently 
traveling through Europe with his children in their younger years, Henry James Sr. hoped to 
instill a sense of gentle culture into his children. As a result, Henry would become enamored 
with European style and literary art, while his brother sought to pursue a career as a 
psychological scholar in the United States. However, Henry’s literary endeavors never separated 
from his brother’s new psychology. From a young age, the James brothers continually proved to 
be two parts of an intellectual dichotomous unity. As he explained in a February 5, 1895, entry in 
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his notebook, Henry James was aware of the possibility of “[t]wo lives, two beings, and one 
experience” (Notebooks 111). Even though their paths through life diverged creatively from one 
another, James explored the psychology of the nineteenth century through his novels and tales, 
while William used pragmatic thought and his Principles of Psychology to advance past forms of 
psychical research into a modern psychology.1 This relationship is most apparent in James’ 1898 
novella, “The Turn of the Screw,” in which he uses his unnamed governess’ first person 
narrative and William’s psychology to invent a new style for the modern ghost story.  
Through evaluating James’ biography, memoirs, and letters with William, I will illustrate 
the subtle collaborative inspirations that initially helped James write the first twelve-part serial 
edition of “The Turn of the Screw” for Collier’s Weekly, which ran from January 27, 1898 until 
April 16, 1898. I will also demonstrate the effect of William’s philosophy and his death on the 
revisions James’ made to his  story as published in the twelfth volume of his New York Edition 
(NYE). James, known as “a man of letters” (Lubbock, ed., Letters, 1:xiii), presents the scholar 
with many volumes of primary resources; these collections of letters as compiled by Leon Edel, 
Percy Lubbock, and Phillip Horne provide a detailed glimpse into the author’s personal life. 
These letters, notebooks, and essays written by the two brothers illustrate their relationship with 
the nineteenth-century spiritualist community, specifically the Society of Psychical Research of 
which William was a member.  
To establish the plumb of scholarly intent, I will be using Peter G. Beidler’s critical 
publication of the Collier’s Weekly edition of the “Turn of the Screw” as well as his 1992 
Complete Authoritative version of the story from James’ New York Edition. Throughout these 
                                                          
1 From here forward, “James” refers to Henry James, while “William” refers to William James. 
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two critical editions, Beidler provides descriptive bibliographic evaluations of the two editions 
that served as the germ of my research. Beidler is careful to discuss the original 1898 Collier’s 
edition and the 1908 revision in detail. Ultimately, I will show the subtle influence that 
William’s research and the rising attention being paid to the psyche during the nineteenth century 
had on James’ first edition of the “The Turn of the Screw” and its subsequent revision in 1908.  
Moreover, I will also show the way James’ story of ghostly possession came to be changed from 
a story of the psychical to a story of psychology.  
When examining “The Turn of the Screw,” it is important evaluate the period in which 
the work first appeared. The late nineteenth-century world was changing into a modern 
twentieth-century future. The proliferation of rail travel compressed the world’s preconceived 
notion of time and space. A voyage, which might have taken days, now only took hours. Henry 
James was born in a smaller, faster world than his parents could have ever imagined. Just as 
those born in the nineteen-nineties were the first to live in a future where the internet had not 
been only a speculative concept so James was part of the first generation for which railway travel 
and near instant telegraphic communication were commonplace. The air vibrated with the rapid 
acceleration of scientific advancement. In the same way that the rail opened new parts of the 
world, telegraphy synchronized longitudinal time and made transatlantic communication 
possible. In the same way new, technological marvels compressed time and space; cultural 
advancements were altering the readership of traditional periodical publications. James’ novella 
was published in Collier’s Weekly as the periodical sought to attract a new womanly audience; 
James’ tale of abnormal female psychology found a perfect home in the pages of Robert 
Collier’s new Illustrated Journal of Art, Literature, and Current Events. Additionally, his new 
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style of physiological ghost story found readership that included the contemporary psychical 
researchers of the Society of Psychical Research, who had close ties with William.   
Neither the first Collier’s Weekly typescript nor his second revised edition for the NYE 
survive; however, a large majority of James’ letters and notebooks survive in their original form 
as collected and published by Leon Edel.2 As Beidler explains, the widely accepted inspiration 
for “The Turn of the Screw” is a story told to James by his friend “E. W. Benson, the Archbishop 
of Canterbury” shortly after the failure of his play Guy Domville in 1895 (Beidler ed., Collier’s 
xxx). Additionally, there are innumerable seeds of influence hidden throughout James’ personal 
writings as well as William’s research into his own stressed-induced phantasmal hallucinations. 
Specifically, I will show that William’s examination of the well-known medium, Lenora Piper, 
had a major effect on both William’s career and James’ relationship with the Society of 
Psychical Research. Finally, I will demonstrate that just as with James’ ghosts, Peter Quinn and 
Miss Jessel in “The Turn of the Screw,” Piper’s super-normal abilities were the result of polite 
society’s indifference to the servant class. Moreover, using these examples, I will show how 
“The Turn of the Screw” is the product of the James’ understanding of the felt and perceived 
reality, as described in William’s 1896 essay, The Will to Believe.  
Lastly I will evaluate William’s effect on the revisions of “The Turn of the Screw.” 
Although his influence on James’ revised novella is subtle, in 1908 the evidence of William’s 
                                                          
2 There were no manuscripts of “The Turn of the Screw” produced by Henry James; instead, the story was dictated 
to stenographer William MacAlpine (Edel 455). According to Moran, the “little book” James referred to in his letter 
to Alice Howe James was “the typescript of the copy of The Turn of the Screw intended for deposit in the British 
Museum for copyright purposes” (404). Moran further explains that the typescript “of 166 pages” was “deposited in 
the British Museum on 27 January 1898, under the imprint of Heinemann” (404). I have contacted the British 
Museum, which has reported that it no longer holds the original typescript. Collier’s Weekly official archives begin 
after “The Turn of the Screw” in 1899 and run until their last issue, dated January 4, 1957. According to a July 26 
article in the New York Times, in 1919, after Robert Collier’s death, the magazine passed to Crowell Publishing 
Company (20). Therefore, at this point, to the best of my research, I have been unable to locate any of the original 
typescripts. Unfortunately, any material returned to James from Collier’s has been destroyed.   
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failing health is present throughout the NYE revisions. While the NYE of Daisy Miller was 
affected directly by William’s critiques of James’ original edition, “The Turn of the Screw” only 
gains slight tonal changes. In the preface of the NYE, James describes the governess’s haunting: 
“The study is of a conceived ‘tone,’ the tone of suspected and felt trouble, of an inordinate and 
incalculable sort – the tone of tragic, yet of exquisite, mystification” (Beidler, ed., NYE 120). 
Acording to Beidler, the NYE revisions seemingly lack the “originary excitement of 
composition” that the Collier’s edition possessed (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 193). I will show that as 
James anticipated the death of his primary audience, William, his work began reflecting the 
creative melancholia present in his two memoirs inspired by William. Conclusively, until the end 
of his life, James mourned his lost brother, the second twin of an intellectual partnership. As 
Edel explained, “William could be impulsive, filling each moment with imagination translated 
















The Rise of “The Turn of the Screw”: Robert Collier and 
The Society of Psychical Research 
 
  Henry James wrote “The Turn of the Screw” at the request of Collier’s Weekly editor 
Robert J. Collier in 1898. In Peter G. Beidler’s critical edition of the story, The Collier’s Weekly 
Version of Henry James’ “The Turn of the Screw,” Beidler describes the effect that Robert 
Collier had as an editor of the weekly periodical. After leaving Harvard, Robert Collier was 
“eager to transform the popular weekly owned by his father, Peter Fenton Collier, into a more 
sophisticated and profitable enterprise” (Biedler, ed., Collier’s xiii). In the January 6, 1898, 
issue, Robert Collier announced that his periodical would “increase the number of its illustrated 
pages from sixteen to twenty-four” (xiv).  The announcement continues by listing famous 
illustrators to appear in the new and improved magazine, “famous artists as – Frederic 
Remington, Howard Pyle, John LaFarge, A. B. Wentzell, T. De Thulstrup, W. J. Smeadly, Eric 
Pape, Peter Newell, [and] Alice Barber Stephens” (xiv).  Collier explained that on January 27, 
the weekly magazine would begin the first of twelve issues containing “Henry James’ great 
serial, ‘The Turn of the Screw,’ illustrated by John La Farge and Eric Pape, to be followed by 
stories by ‘Julien Gordon,’ I. Zangwill and other well-known novelists” as well as new features 
on “books, the drama, fads and fashions, athletics, art and music” (xiv). This announcement was 
Collier’s way of drawing a line in the sand; Collier’s Weekly was poised to attract its new female 
readership. Accordingly, many magazine marketing materials found in catalogues like Intelligent 
Advertising had begun touting Collier’s Weekly as a “Family Paper” that would “appeal to every 
advertiser, who wishes his advertisement to reach the family circle” (Fuller 285). Where Peter 
Collier’s weekly had served as a source of illustrated international journalism, Robert Collier 
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was reforming Collier’s into a magazine, which appealed to the ‘New Woman’ of the late 
nineteenth century. The first of these new issues flew its flag triumphantly. Illustrated by Albert 
Wenzell, the January 27th cover featured the bold image of a woman standing between two 
pedestals in front of the Greek Temple of Athena Nike.3  The woman’s pose is reminiscent of the 
Statue of Liberty; in her right hand, held above her head, she is holding a white globe, and in her 
left, she clutches a large stone tablet. Her hair is ornamented with a laurel wreath representing 
victory.  
Following Wenzell’s powerful cover, Robert Collier’s criterion issue featured fiction 
written by strong new female writer Alice Duer, who would later publish a collection of verse 
titled Are Women People? A Book of Rhymes for Suffrage Times. Moreover, this issue featured 
illustrations by Alice Barber Stephens, co-founder of the Philadelphia Plastic Club, the first 
organization dedicated to mentoring women illustrators. Stephens who would later become “a 
mentor […] to several younger women artists,” illustrated the 1903 edition of Louisa Alcott’s 
Little Women (Goodman 16). Finally, the back pages of the new Collier’s teemed with 
advertisements for bicycles, weight loss (and weight gain), pills, gold rings, paper flower kits, 
board games, typewriters, and other products women might spend their hard-earned money on 
(Collier’s 20:17-29). Given all this, Robert Collier knew that Henry James, author of Daisy 
Miller (1878), The Portrait of a Lady (1881), and What Maisie Knew (1887), would fit perfectly 
inside the pages of his newly redesigned Collier’s Weekly. James’ biographer, Leon Edel, 
describes Collier’s commission as an unexpected “windfall,” explaining that the serial promised 
a “popular audience, wider than any he commanded in the literary journals” (Edel 462). The 
                                                          
3 From the Webster’s Dictionary: Nike - the Greek goddess of victory (“Nike”). 
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New York based Collier’s could help James win the American audience that had previously 
seemed ambivalent (199).  
James’ success was superseded by a long period of melancholy punctuated by his failure 
as a playwright. After gaining international recognition with his novels, he began drafting 
theatrical interpretations of his more well-known works, the first being The American. James 
intended to make his fortune in the theatre, proclaiming, “My books don’t sell, and it looks as if 
my plays might. Therefore I am going with a brazen front to write half a dozen”; the theatre was 
a new “kingdom to conquer” (Edel 364). The stage version of The American ran in London until 
December 1891, dying “an honorable death, on the 76th night” (A. James 224). Several months 
after The American’s last performance, Alice, James’ younger sister, would lose her long battle 
with breast cancer.4 In 1888, Alice James had traveled to London to spend her final years in the 
care of her brother Henry. She had suffered frequent “nervous ‘breakdowns’” and “violent turns 
of hysteria” throughout her life (6).  Unknown to William James, Henry James’s brother, and 
Henry, in 1886 Alice had begun keeping a diary, which offers a candid look at her illness, death, 
society, and her brothers during Henry James’ years in the theatre and the period during which 
William was finalizing his Principles of Psychology (1890). Ultimately, Alice’s death would 
have a major impact on Henry’s later work. Alice’s sense of wonder in social isolation is present 
throughout What Maisie Knew, and her illness likely influenced James’ governess in “The Turn 
of the Screw.” Edel explains that Henry’s “Life had become a succession of funerals in a London 
that seemed for the moment grey and bleak, and he was writing an ever-increasing number of 
tributes and memorials to dead friends,” including Robert Louis Stevenson in 1894 (The Ghostly 
                                                          
4 Alice James (Henry James’ sister), not to be confused with Alice Howe James (Henry James’ sister in law), 
William James’ wife, originally Alice Howe Gibbens (Horne 106n3). 
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Tales 354). To make things worse, in 1895 James also suffered through the death of his career in 
theatre.    
  James continued to write several relatively successful plays after The American; 
however, his theatrical pursuits culminated in an extreme failure, Guy Domville. Guy Domville 
debuted at the St. James Theatre in 1895. After the performance, which an audience member 
described as a “rotten play,” James took the stage in front of a riotous crowd.  Lead on stage by 
the theatre manager, James met “jeers, hisses, [and] catcalls;” the play was a disappointment 
(Edel 420-21). Ultimately, James resigned as a playwright “weary, bruised, disgusted, [and] 
sickened” (425). Several weeks later, he accepted his failure, explaining that that he intended to 
“take up my own old pen again – the pen of all my old unforgettable efforts and sacred 
struggles” (Notebooks 109).  
Over the next three years, James finished several major works, including The Other 
House (1896), The Spoils of Poynton (1897), and What Maisie Knew (1897), but it would take 
the $3,000 dollar payment for serial publication of “The Awkward Age” from Harper’s Weekly 
before the author felt “financially safe” (462).5  After Alice’s death, he had been constantly 
moving between several homes in Sussex and London, leaving the American born British author 
feeling “homeless” (450). Then, in 1897, with the help of his architect friend Edward Warren, 
James found a modestly sized estate in Rye, named Lamb House. To James, Lamb House was a 
picturesque mansion “modest and unelaborate, full of charming little stamp and dignity of its 
                                                          
5 In The Complete Notebooks of Henry James, James notes a monthly income beginning on February 11, 1909, 
labeled “Syracuse” averaging 51.4.7 English Pounds or approximately 618 pounds a year (Notebooks 600). In his 
1985 edition of Henry James: A Life, Leon Edel explains, that Henry James inherited James Sr.’s Syracuse estate 
valued at “$80,000 […] yielding seven percent after taxes and maintenance, or about $5,000 a year” (Edel 285-86). 
Edel converted the dollar amounts in A Life to 1983 exchange rates; therefore, Harper’s Weekly paid James 
approximately $24,271 in 1983 dollars for “The Awkward Age” (Edel 462). 
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period (about 1705) without as well as in” (Letters 4:62). He described first seeing the house to 
be “like a blow in the stomach” (4:56). Using his newfound fortune, James was able to negotiate 
a twenty-one year lease (£40 a month) for the Sussex mansion.6 This, combined with the request 
from Collier for a “ten-part ghost story,” would have felt like a turning point for the newly 
settled author (Edel 462).   
Unfortunately, the letter James received from Robert Collier has not survived.  Because 
of this, it is difficult to determine exactly when James began his story. As a result, several 
scholars, including Edel, have tried to arrange this series of events in the James’ life. Notably, 
Christopher Moran’s “When Did Henry James Write The Turn of the Screw?” examines such 
theories. Moran examines James’ letters as compiled by Edel as well as Philip Horne’s 1999 
collection. Both Edel and Horne suggest that, “from September till November 1887 HJ dictated 
to MacAlpine ‘The Turn of the Screw’” (Horne 296n1). In contrast, Moran suggests that James 
began “The Turn of the Screw” in November of 1897 after selling “The Awkward Age” to 
Harper’s in October (Moran 402). On November 27, James offered his thanks to William 
Howells for his assistance with the Harper’s negotiation:7 
I am sure you will be glad to know what your magic voice has wrought – a 
proposal, on Nelson’s part, to which I have already lucidly responded. It seems 
therefore as if The Awkward Age [sic] were indeed to see the light, next year, in 
the amiable Weekly […].   [Y]ou will never know at how psychological a moment 
you appeared to me the other day. (Letters 4:60) 
                                                          
6  Approximately $325, see note 5. 
7 “Henry Loomis Nelson was editor of Harper’s Weekly, in which “The Awkward Age” was serialized from October 
1898 to February 1899” (Letters 4:61n2).  
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Edel explains that James “was deeply depressed in spite of his continued creativity, and was 
disturbed by his inability to sell more fiction to American magazines,” suggesting that James had 
not yet received the commission from Collier (4:61n2). James gives us his final piece of 
evidence on December 1, when, in a letter to Alice Howe James, he writes, “I have, at last, 
finished my little book – that is a little book, and so have two or three mornings of breathing-
time before I begin another” (4:61).8 According to Edel and Moran, “This is indeed a little book, 
of 166 pages, which was deposited in the British Museum on 27 January 1898” after the first 
issue appeared in Collier’s Weekly (Moran 404). The library deposit was registered by 
Heinemann, the imprint which would later publish “The Turn of the Screw” with “Covering 
End” in James’ two-book collection, Two Magics (404). Ultimately, this series of events suggests 
that James’ story was written as a single finished edition, as opposed to twelve separate sections 
for the serial publication. Moreover, this shows that Robert Collier had requested a completed 
story from James, thus showing that Collier was aware of the governess’ ambiguous psychology 
prior to his January 6,, 1898, announcement. Because the Two Magics and Collier’s editions 
contain several substantive differences, and because James’ letters during this period are 
handwritten, Moran explains that William MacAlpine, James’ amanuensis, spent the next two 
months preparing the revised version of the story for “its urgent dispatch to his British 
publishers” (404).   
 Before he wrote “The Turn of the Screw,” sometime “between 1895 and 1898 the 
twentieth century began to knock loudly at Henry James’ door” (Edel 455). Edel explains that 
James had found himself suffering from painful writer’s cramp. After James became accustomed 
to dictating his work, his second typist Mary Weld wrote that “typewriting for him was exactly 
                                                          
8 Alice Howe James, William James’ wife (Horne 106n3). 
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like accompanying a singer on the piano” (Horne 353). However, the “typewriter was, in those 
days, a large and not easily transported object;” thus, comfortable dictation was impractical until 
he had settled into Lamb House (Edel 456). Afterwards, James was able to take his brother’s 
recommendation and hire William MacAlpine who became the first of three typists. Pamela 
Thurschwell’s Literary Technology and Magical Thinking examines the relationship between 
James and MacAlpine. Thurschwell writes that the stenographer “typed stoically through The 
Turn of the Screw without, according to James, betraying the least frisson of fright or interest” 
(Thurschwell 86). Moreover, Edel describes MacAlpine as a “Silent Scot who worked regularly 
as a shorthand reporter” (455). After his work as a reporter, MacAlpine began working primarily 
with “the record keeping of various scientific societies,” most notably William James’ Society 
for Psychical Research (Letters 4:65n1). Prior to his employment with Henry James, MacAlpine 
helped work on William James’ 1890 Principles of Psychology, and eventually, he and William 
James transcribed the letters and lectures for what would later become The Varieties of Religious 
Experience (1902) (Horne 346n7).  
 Early in their relationship, James would dictate his work to MacAlpine, who then would 
transcribe the narration as shorthand to be processed by a third party typist. James “disliked the 
delay involved” and began dictating with the typewriter present to produce his typescripts 
directly, typescripts that include “The Turn of the Screw” (Edel 456). Unlike James’ second and 
third amanuenses, Mary Weld and Theodora Bosanquet, MacAlpine’s focus was strictly 
business. In spite of this, James made every attempt to socialize with the stoic Scot, going as far 
as purchasing a bike for him, taking several non-social bicycle rides through London, and 
ultimately concluding that “MacAlpine was an excellent typist but a dull companion” (Edel 457). 
MacAlpine would act as James’ primary typist until taking his leave for “better-paid 
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employment” in April, 1901 (Horne 353). Although Mary Weld and Theodora Bosanquet wrote 
detailed journals chronicling their experiences with James, MacAlpine left no such records. In 
the simplest sense, James’ first typist acted as the hands of the artist and as a tangible link 
between William and Henry’s work, as seen in this letter from Henry to Alice Howe James: 
I shall get your 2d lecture-copy (William,) from McA. [MacAlpine], in case you 
want it, & myself register & post it to you. He will, in response to your postcard, 
give you details, today, I suppose as to how he sent it. (Horne 346) 
Like the first narrator in the preface of “The Turn of the Screw,” MacAlpine is the reporter in 
which the initial story is passed from its author to its audience.  
James’ story opens with an anonymous narrator describing Douglas, who is in possession 
of the governess’ manuscript. Bored with the first story that had held the majority of its audience 
“round the fire sufficiently breathless,” Douglas interrupts, explaining that in his possession is a 
manuscript "beyond everything […] for dreadful – dreadfulness” (Beidler, ed., Collier's 1-2; 
Beidler, ed., NYE 21-22). James’ introduction ends with Douglas beginning to read his story 
“with a fine clearness that was like a rendering to the ear of the beauty of his author's hand” 
(Biedler, ed., Collier’s 9; Biedler, ed., NYE 27).  This statement signals the shift in perspective 
from the initial narrator to the governess’s point of view. This ends the first entry of James’ story 
in the January 27 issue of Collier's Weekly. The story would run for the next twelve weeks, 
concluding in the middle of April 1898. It would be combined with “Covering End” in the 
collection Two Magics later that year. “Covering End” had been written previously as the never-
performed one act play Summersoft in 1895 after the failure of Guy Domville (Edel 637).  
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 Two Magics is the first time the complete “The Turn of the Screw” appeared in print, as 
well as the first time it was available to British audiences. The edition in Two Magics is nearly 
identical to the Collier’s edition, aside from a handful of typographical corrections. However, 
this study will examine James’ work in its original form, the Collier’s text. As Beidler has said, 
“To get a true picture of James’ practice in revising,” the Collier’s serialized version will serve 
as the base text (Biedler, ed., Collier’s 159). Moreover, it is important to understand how James’ 
initial readers would have responded to the governess’ abnormal psychology.  
After its publication, critics quickly found hints of ambiguity throughout James’ story. 
On December 19, 1898, James wrote to Frederic W. H. Myers, then an influential psychologist 
and the founder of the Society for Psychical Research:  
The T. of the S. is a very mechanical matter, I honestly think—an inferior, a 
merely pictorial, subject and rather a shameless pot-boiler. The thing that, as I 
recall it, I most wanted not to fail of doing, under penalty of extreme platitude, 
was to give the impression of the communication to the children of the most 
infernal imaginable evil and danger. (Letters 4:88) 
James’ letter is a response to Myers who praised the psychological treatment of James’ 
ghosts, Peter Quint and Miss Jessel. In response to the subsequent criticism of Dr. Louis 
Waldstein, James wrote “I am only afraid, perhaps, that my conscious intention strikes you as 
having been larger than I deserve it should be thought (Letters 4:84).9 Accordingly, these 
comments from James’ letters show that “The Turn of the Screw” had not been crafted initially 
                                                          
9 “American physician, educated at Columbia University and abroad” (Letters 4.84n1). 
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as a psychological narrative. Instead, from the moment of conception, his “shameless pot-boiler” 
placed more emphasis on the supernatural.  
Many of James’ regular correspondents, including Myers and Waldstein, were active 
members of the Society for Psychical Research. 10   In his book, The Society for Psychical 
Research: 1882-1982 A History, Renée Hayes explains that the Society was founded in 1882 by 
“a group of scientists and philosophers connected with Trinity College, Cambridge” (xiii). 
Haynes lists some of the early members of the Society: 
Leslie Stephen (father of Virginia Woolf […]), John Addington Symonds the 
litterateur, Alfred Tennyson, William James, John Ruskin, W. E. Gladstone, the 
painters Frederick Leighton and G. F. Watts, and Mark Twain (duly disguised as 
S. L. Clemens). (12-13) 
 The Society, which would become a major influence on William James’ psychology, was 
founded in 1883 to “examine without prejudice or prepossession and in a scientific spirit those 
faculties of man, real or supposed, which appear to be inexplicable in terms of any generally 
recognized hypotheses” (xiii). Beginning its first year, the Society periodically released volumes 
of Proceedings containing the “Constitution and Rules” as well as any noteworthy cases of 
psychical phenomena discussed during meetings (xiv). Haynes continues by describing a second 
Journal publication released by the Society: “The Journal, first published in 1884, was available 
only to members until 1949” (xiv). The Journal “was edited by members with a general interest 
in the Society’s range of studies” (xiv). This Journal would have been the publication familiar to 
many of the Society’s satellite members. The Society’s purpose was not to debunk super normal 
                                                          
10 Denoted as The Society henceforth. 
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phenomena; instead, the members met on the premise of evaluating a culturally relevant subject 
using a rigorous scientific method. In Ghosts, Demons, and Henry James (1989), Beidler 
explains, “[b]y 1853 there were no less than ten spiritualist newspapers in the United States. 
Soon it was fashionable to have opinions about spirit rappings and table tappings and even to 
have had personal experiences that tended to prove or disprove their reliability” (Ghosts 19). 
Beidler continues by citing William James, “We see tens of thousands of respectable people on 
the one hand admitting as facts of everyday certainty what tens of thousands of others equally 
respectable claim to be an abject and contemptible delusion” (19). The Proceedings of the 
Society for Psychical Research are no less vast than William’s claim of some twenty thousand 
individuals touched in some way by psychical phenomena (30). The first volume of The 
Combined Index to the Proceedings and Journal (1904) lists fifteen volumes of Proceedings, 
with approximately four thousand reports, reviews, and case studies of psychical phenomena 
between 1882 and 1904. In 1889, Meyers wrote his Census of Hallucination, in which he 
interviewed “some seventeen thousand individuals, from all segments of society,” asking each 
person a single question: 
Have you ever, when believing yourself to be completely awake, had a vivid 
impression of seeing or being touched by a living being or inanimate object, or of 
hearing a voice; which impression, so far as you could discover, was not due to 
any external physical cause? (29)  
Of the seventeen thousand participants, over two thousand answered positively, meaning that 
James’ story had at least two thousand possible readers (29).    
By the end of the nineteenth century, the Society had established “similar Societies in 
Britain and overseas,” most notably the American Society for Psychical Research in Boston, 
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Massachusetts, co-founded by William James, who served as president from 1894 to 1895 
(Haynes 178). During his Presidential Address, William was “cautious but hopeful,” praising 
Myers’ Census, but he wondered if seventeen thousand participants was an adequate sample size 
(179). Afterwards, William worked closely with Myers, focusing on the “dramatis personae of 
mediumship” and evaluating the supernormal abilities of individuals who claimed to speak with 
spirits (89). Inspired by his work for the Society, William published several collections of 
lectures on the psychology of the psychical, including The Varieties of Religious Experience 
(1902) and “The Will to Believe” (1896). Since these two works “appeared in London in 1902,” 
Haynes hints that they would have an effect on the revisions James’ made to “The Turn of the 
Screw” for his collected New York Edition (NYE) (179). 11   
The edition of “The Turn of the Screw” included in the twelfth volume of James’ twenty-
four volume NYE is the final revised edition of James’ story. However, this NYE, named after 
the city of his birth, was destined to enter the world on the same rocky footing as Guy Domville 
fourteen years earlier. At the end of his American lecture tour, James wrote literary agent James 
Pinker explaining, “the time had come for the long-planned definitive edition of his works” (Edel 
591). James sent his proposal to Charles Scribner’s Sons on July 30, 1905. In his letter, he 
explained, “[m]y idea has been to arrange for a handsome ‘definitive edition’ of the greater 
number of my novels and tales” (Letters 4:366). Moreover, from the beginning James intended 
the collection to pay homage to Honoré de Balzac’s “stately but inconvenient edition definitive,” 
Comédie Humaine (qtd. in Edel 624). James intended to arrange the NYE’s twenty-three 
                                                          
11 The title given to the collection by the publisher is The Novels and Stories of Henry James (Supino 629). The New 
York Edition is coined by James in his letter to Charles Scibner’s sons in July 1905: [30 July 1905] “If a name be 
wanted for the edition, for convenience and distinction,  I should particularly like to call it the New York Edition if 
that may pass for a general title of sufficient dignity and distinctness” (Letters 4:368).  
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volumes like Balzac’s Comédie Humaine, “according to themes and subjects” (qtd. in Edel 624). 
James wrote:  
My idea is, further, to revise everything carefully, and to re-touch, as to 
expression, turn of sentence, and the question of surface generally, wherever this 
may strike me as really required. […] Lastly, I desire to furnish each book, […] 
with a freely colloquial and even, perhaps, as I may say, confidential preface or 
introduction.” (Letters 4:366-7)  
In each volume, the preface would include “frank critical talk about its subject, its origin, [and] 
its place in the whole artistic chain” (4:367). By 1905, James had already begun meticulously 
reworking the thirty-five years of periodic sentences and “adverbial impositions” that made up 
the majority of his collected novels and tales (Bosanquet 258). In her memoir, Henry James At 
Work, James’ final amanuensis, Theodora Bosanquet, explained, “the artist who, in complete 
possession of his ‘faculties,’ had no need to bother himself with doubts as to his ability to write 
better at the end of a lifetime of hard work […]. He knew he could write better” (258). James 
believed that great things grew better with age, and his writing was no exception. Bosanquet 
followed her observation with this foreboding statement, “His readers have not always agreed 
with his own view” (258). Unfortunately, this would prove true of James’ New York Edition. 
After his failure as a playwright, the poor reviews of his contemporary work, and “waning 
popularity after his 1906 lecture tour across the states,” James found that “his American audience 
had labeled him as a ‘novelist of the aristocracy’” (Edel 609). Many felt he had become a 
“condescending expatriate who talked of ‘the advance of civilization’ in America as if he were 
still in the world of Fenimore Cooper” (609). 
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In his bibliographic catalogue of the works of Henry James, David Supino explains that 
the first ten volumes of the NYE, sold by subscription, sold so poorly that a mere 1,500 copies 
were produced (399). For the final fourteen volumes, Scribner’s and Sons cut their losses, 
printing only one-thousand copies (399). There was never any doubt that the NYE was a gamble, 
though James could not have anticipated how much he would lose. Before Scribner’s and Sons 
began publication, James had agreed to forego a portion of the royalties to purchase publication 
rights for many of his early novels. This, combined with poor sales, earned the author a total of 
50 pounds in annual royalties, as confirmed by James’ 1914 income ledger: “Received from J. B. 
Pinker £25.5.8 Scribner’s ½ yearly royalties on sale of Edition. Lowest figure, alas, yet!” 
(Notebooks 608).12 James later described his collected works as “a Monument (like Ozymandias) 
which has never had the least intelligent critical justice done for it” (Edel 629).  In his letter to 
Edmund Gosse, James explains, “The Edition has been, from the point of view of profit either to 
the publishers or to myself, practically a complete failure; vulgarly speaking, it doesn’t sell” 
(Letters 4:777). Once again demoralized, the author spent several months lamenting his failed 
Edition. Then, in 1910, “in a fit of sadness, perhaps prompted by fantasies of death, he gathered 
his private papers – forty years of letters from his contemporaries, manuscripts, scenarios, old 
notebooks – and piled them in a rubbish fire in his garden” (Edel 664). Thus, the original 
typescript of “The Turn of the Screw” as dictated to MacAlpine and revised for the NYE, was 
lost (664). 
                                                          




Death, Illness, and the Pragmatic Phantoms Plaguing Jamesian Psychology: The James Family’s 
Haunted History and “The Turn of the Screw” 
 
Late in 1909, wounded by the failure of his New York Edition (NYE), James found 
himself falling into a deep depression. On January 4th, 1910, two days after burning the bulk of 
his past work, he scrawled his last invocation into his notebook: “I simply invoke and appeal to 
all the powers and forces and divinities to whom I’ve ever been loyal and who haven’t failed me 
yet” (Notebooks 260). It is likely James felt the same pang of defeat as he had years earlier 
fleeing a jeering congregation at the St. James Theatre. James felt that time was repeating itself. 
He explains, “I come back yet again and again, to my only seeing it in the dramatic way” (260). 
According to Edel, these lengthy notebook entries are James’ “preliminary sketches for The 
Ivory Tower,” published posthumously in 1917 (256). Halfway into his synopsis, James regains 
some of his creative energy. Feeling the effects of his evocation, he writes, “my poor blest old 
Genius pats me so admirably and lovingly on the back that I turn, I screw round, and bend my 
lips to passionately, in my gratitude, kiss its hand” (268). Here James personified his creative 
momentum in the same way that George Withermore had eleven years earlier in James’ short 
story “The Real Right Thing.” Through the hand of James, Withermore wrote, “[t]here were 
moments when, had he been able to look up, the other side of the table would have shown him 
this companion as vividly as the shaded lamplight showed him his page” (Ghostly Tales 559).13  
However, James’ friendly Muse shared more similarities with Peter Quint than with 
Withermore's departed friend Ashton Doyne. Afterwards, finishing his lengthy notebook entry, 
                                                          




Edel explains, “The ‘sane forces’ refused to stay with him. Shortly after writing this supreme 
appeal to the Muse he collapsed” (665).  
This episode was James’ third major “discomfiture” (nervous breakdown) of his literary 
career. The first occurred after Guy Domville, and the second was in 1908 after the NYE had left 
him creatively “bankrupt,” preventing him from writing “any other work” (Edel 629).14 At the 
end of 1909, the author frequently complained of digestive pains and “worried about his heart” 
(Notebooks 260n2). Edel explains, “this too [was] due to mental stress but also due to his 
practice of ‘Fletcherizing‘— the prolonged chewing of his food—which seriously affected his 
digestive system” (256). The miniscule monthly royalty checks from Scribner’s and Sons were a 
consistent reminder of James’ failed New York Edition. The author was unable to see an end to 
the melancholia as he explained in a 1910 letter to author Hugh Walpole, “I am utterly unfit for 
visits—with the black devils of Nervousness, direst, damnedest demons, that ride me so cruelly 
and that I have perpetually to reckon with” (Letters 4:551). These “damnedest demons,” 
manifested by James' propensity for hyperbole, were most certainly the anthropomorphic 
constructs of stress given life by a creative mind. Interestingly, this was not the first time a 
member of the James family had faced these “black devils of nervousness.” Both William James 
and Henry James Sr. described similar ghostly visitations during their careers. While Henry 
James never referred to his own experiences, “The Turn of the Screw” shares striking similarities 
to both William and James Sr.’s testimonies. 
After supper one “chilly” afternoon in 1844, with a “fire in the grate,” Henry James Sr. 
stayed “at the table after his wife and boys had left it” (Edel 7).  Alone, James Sr. “gazed 
                                                          
14 Edel explains that James wrote this letter to Howells “on the last day of 1908”; however, his letter was not 
published in either Edel’s or Horne’s editions. Instead, this letter is from Percy Lubbock’s 1920 The Letters of 
Henry James (2:118).  
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contentedly into the embers, relaxed, his mind skirting a variety of thoughts” (7).  Suddenly, he 
noticed, “[T]here was an invisible shape squatting in the room […]. A deathly presence had 
stalked from his mind into the house. […W]as this […] the spectral eye of the Devil?” (7). In his 
philosophical autobiography, Society the Redeemed Form of Man (1879), James Sr. recounts his 
visitation: 
[T]hinking of nothing, and feeling only the exhilaration incident to a good digestion, 
when suddenly – in a lightning flash as it were – ‘fear came upon me, and trembling, 
which made all my bones to shake.’ 15 To all appearance it was a perfectly insane and 
abject terror, without ostensible cause, and only to be accounted for, to my perplexed 
imagination, by some damned shape squatting invisible to me within the precincts of the 
room […]. The thing had not lasted ten seconds before I felt myself a wreck […]. I felt 
the greatest desire to run incontinently to the foot of the stairs and shout for help to my 
wife. (James Sr. 44-45) 
In The Varieties of Religious Experience (1902), William James, diagnosed his father’s 
experience as “The worst kind of melancholy […] which takes the form of panic fear” (Varieties 
157). James Sr.’s experience is one of three transcribed in William’s Varieties, the first being 
William’s own psychical visitation, prior to his appointment at Harvard in 1872 (Edel 156). 
Deceptively credited to an anonymous French patient, William describes the specter as having 
the likeness of a former patient, “an epileptic […], black-haired youth with greenish skin” 
(Varieties 157).16 Like his father, William writes, “He sat there like a sort of sculptured Egyptian 
                                                          
15 “Fear came upon me, and trembling, which made all my bones to shake” (King James Bible, Job 4:14).  
16 In Varieties, William introduces this case, writing, “Here is an excellent example, for permission to print which I 
have to thank the sufferer. The original is in French” (156). In his 1920 edition of The Letters of William James, 
William’s son, Henry “Harry” James, explains, “Subsequently he admitted to M. Abauzit that the passage was really 
the story of his own case” (145). 
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cat or Peruvian mummy, moving nothing but his black eyes and looking absolutely non-human” 
(157). Edel explains, “The record set down in The Varieties of Religious Experience of a 
‘hallucination’ seemed almost a repetition of the ‘vastation’ recorded by the elder Henry James” 
(Edel 155).17 Thus, in the same way James Sr. coped using the spiritualistic ‘selfhood’ of 
Emanuel Swedenborg, William rationalized his visitation with psychology. On April 30, 1870, in 
practiced calligraphy William announced, “My first act of free will shall be to believe in free 
will. For the remainder of this year, I will abstain from the mere speculation [and] contemplative 
grübelei [German: rumination] in which my nature takes most delight” (“Papers” seq. 85). As 
Edel explains, “The ghosts that haunted him were not prepared to depart at the summoning of a 
belief” (Edel 156). William’s anxious terror would stay with him until 1896, when after years of 
psychical investigation, he cemented his capstone philosophy in his essay “The Will to Believe.”  
 For William, incessant anxiety had conjured this nervous visitations. In William’s essay, 
“The Will to Believe” (1896), he hypothesized: 
Our passional nature not only lawfully may, but must, decide an option between 
proposition, whenever it is a genuine option that cannot by its nature be decided on 
intellectual ground; […] ‘Do not decide, but leave the question open,’ is itself a passional 
decision, […] and is attended with the same risk of losing the truth. (1133).  
In other words, William’s hallucinations were the result of a mind plagued by stress, incapable of 
imposing its will on the world around it.  
                                                          
17 In The Principles of Psychology, William James explains, “hallucination is a strictly sensational form of 
consciousness, as good and true a sensation as if there were a real object there” (758). A delusion is, then, “false 
opinion about a matter of fact, which need not necessarily involve, though it often does involve, false perceptions of 
sensible things” (758). 
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 In his essay, “A Pre-Freudian Reading of The Turn of the Screw [sic],” Harold Goddard 
theorizes that the governess’ phantoms are the result of the same “nervous” mind that William 
has classified. Introduced by Douglas, Bly's governess is “young, untried, [and] nervous” 
(Beidler, ed., Collier's 6; Beidler, ed., NYE 25). After first meeting her employer, “a bachelor in 
the prime of life,” the governess succumbs to his charm (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 6; Beidler, ed., 
NYE 25). Goddard explains:  
When a young person, especially a young woman, falls in love and circumstances forbid 
the normal growth and confession of passion, the emotion, dammed up, overflows in a 
psychical experience, […] which the mind creates in lieu of thwarted realization in the 
objective world. (Goddard 186-187).  
The governess confirms Goddard’s theory when she paraphrases William’s “The Will to 
Believe,” “my equilibrium depended on the success of my rigid will” (Biedler, ed., Collier’s 136; 
Beidler, ed., NYE 108). The governess’ inexperience has not supplied her with the facilities to 
separate these ghostly hallucinations from reality. Her “free will” is reduced to the “will to shut 
[her] eyes as tight as possible to the truth” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s; 136 Beidler, ed., NYE 108). In 
this same passage James appears to speak through the governess, questioning William’s thesis, “I 
could only get on at all by taking ‘nature’ into my confidence and my account, by treating my 
monstrous ordeal as a push in a direction unusual, […] only another turn of the screw of ordinary 
human virtue” (Biedler, ed., Collier’s 136; Beidler, ed., NYE 108).18 The term “nature,” in 
quotations, is a reference to William’s “passional nature.” However, the events in “The Turn of 
the Screw” do not necessarily fit into William’s psychological model. The governess asks her 
                                                          
18 The quotations around nature appear in both Collier’s and the NYE editions. “The Will to Believe” appeared in 
New World Magazine Volume 5 in June 1896 (“The Will to Believe” 1129). A little over a year later, James would 
begin writing “The Turn of the Screw” (Moran 402).  
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audience, “How could I put even a little of that article into a suppression of reference to what had 
occurred?” (Biedler, ed., Collier’s 136; Beidler, ed., NYE 108). Here James is using the 
governess to comment on his brother and father’s philosophical disagreement on the nature of 
super-normal phenomena. James Sr. believed that the spiritual influence of religion could cure 
the nervous mind. Alternatively, William’s Varieties explained, “some constitutions” need to 
believe in “coarser religion, revivalistic, orgiastic, with blood miracles, and supernatural 
operations” to gain will of thought (Varieties 162). The governess seems to conclude that neither 
of these options is appropriate for what she describes as a “truth […] revoltingly, against nature” 
(Biedler, ed., Collier’s 136; Biedler, ed., NYE 108). Using the governess, James takes the path 
less traveled; the governess becomes a Christ-like character. She is personally responsible for 
Bly’s ‘nervous demons’ and the children’s salvation. 
William’s “The Will to Believe” classifies two types of hypotheses, a “live hypothesis,” 
“one which appeals as a real possibility to him to whom it is proposed,” and a “dead hypothesis,” 
one where neither choice is plausible for the “individual thinker” (1129). In “The Turn of the 
Screw,” the governess faced a “dilemma based on a complete logical disjunction” (1130). For the 
inexperienced governess, this “forced hypothesis” is a dramatic contrast to her individual nature 
(1130). The governess summarizes this dead hypothesis when she asks, “how could I put even a 
little of that article into a suppression of reference to what had occurred?” and “on the other 
hand, could I make reference without a new plunge into the hideous obscure” (Beidler, ed., 
Collier’s 136; Beidler, ed., NYE 108). For William, belief is internal; the visitors are a creation 
of the nervous mind. As with James Sr., for the governess, Quint and Jessel are external invaders 
sent to manipulate the children’s moral fortitude. Ultimately, the reader approaches “The Turn of 
the Screw” from William’s perspective and must choose to accept the apparitions at face value. 
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Always a pedantic researcher, William concludes his essay by explaining, “I must first indulge in 
a bit more of preliminary work”; thus, both the psychologist and the governess’ audience lack the 
evidence needed to form a definitive conclusion (“The Will to Believe” 1133).  
Edel describes William’s “personal dilemma” as the search for a cure for “soul-sickness” 
(Edel 156). However, as is often the case, the most scrupulous researchers are never satisfied 
with even the most abundant evidence (Edel 156). James explains the differences between 
himself and William in his autobiography, A Small Boy and Others. As William and Henry tour 
the Louvre, James explains: 
Les Enfants d’Edouard thrilled me to a different tune, and I couldn’t doubt that the long-
drawn odd face of the elder prince, sad and sore and sick, […] was a reconstitution of far-
off history of the subtlest and most “last word” modern or psychological kind. (A Small 
Boy 273) 
The painting described by James is Delaroche’s, Children of Edward IV (1831), which “depicts 
the young Edward V and his brother, Richard, sons of the dead King Edward IV, imprisoned in 
the Tower of London” (273n579). The two doomed children cling to each other as they await the 
assassins sent by Richard III. In the painting, with a frightful look, one child clings to a large 
tome, while his brother apathetically gazes, through the canvas, to his audience. The “far-off 
history” James is referring to is his brother’s search for pragmatic truth in the midst of nervous 
torment. Scott Derrick’s essay “A Small Boy and the Ease of Others” explains that “the older 
brother’s troubled face ‘might well have suggested William’s own difficult struggles to Henry’” 
(45).  In his autobiography A Small Boy and Others James describes a “far-off history of the 
subtlest and most ‘last word’ modern or psychological kind,” he implies that Delaroche’s 
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princely subject represents William (273). Therefore, James saw himself as the younger child, 
whose primary focus was the audience beyond the painting.19   
 While writing “The Turn of the Screw,” James attempted to turn his brother’s theory 
inside out. Described by James as a “mere modern ‘psychical’ case,” his story tested the “The 
Will to Believe” by offering its readers only the governess’ point of view (Beidler, ed., NYE 
117). The manuscript read by Douglas runs its course and ends; this first narrator never returns. 
Therefore, as Robert Heilman’s essay “‘The Turn of the Screw’ as Poem” explains, “we are 
never permitted to see the apparitions except as moral realities” (222). However, according to 
Heilman, in “The Turn of the Screw” the governess is the narrator of her own story; the reader is 
never privy to the unique pathology creating her “delusion.” Heilman explains that the governess 
“plans to ‘shelter my pupils,’ to ‘absolutely save’ them; she speaks variously of her ‘service,’ ‘to 
protect and defend the little creatures … bereaved … loveable’” (224). Forced to answer a dead 
hypothesis and given no outside evidence, the reader must decide whether to take the governess’ 
story at face value.  
Out of all the cases examined by William during his period with the Society for Psychical 
Research, none was more mysterious than that of Lenora Evelina Piper. Referred to as “Mrs. P” 
in William’s essays, Piper, seeking medical advice years earlier from a blind medium named J. 
R. Cocke, “became partly unconscious, and, next week, fell into a trance” (Lang 2869). In his 
                                                          
19 In the same passage, James describes Delaroche’s The Execution of Lady Jane Grey (1883). James writes, “There 
was reconstituted history if one would, in the straw-littered scaffold, the distracted ladies with three-cornered coifs 
and those immense hanging sleeves that made them look as if they had bath-towels over their arms; in the block, the 
headsman, the bandaged eyes and groping hands, of Lady Jane Grey” (A Small Boy 273-274). The painting is of 
Jane Grey’s execution in 1554. Delaroche has taken the scene from John Foxe’s Actes and Monuments (1563).  In 
the painting, Grey is led to the execution block either by the Lieutenant of the Tower, Sir John Brydges, or Queen 
Mary’s confessor, John de Feckenham (Greenblatt 735-736). Interestingly, both of Delaroche’s paintings feature 
child monarchs executed due to the actions of their parents. Jane Grey was beheaded after a failed coup for the 
throne, orchestrated by her father Henry Grey, 1st Duke of Suffolk (728).  
29 
 
essay “The Emancipation of Mrs. Piper,” anthropologist Andrew Lang explained, “Mrs. Piper 
used to fall, or seem to some to fall, into a trance. She then spoke, or wrote […] communications 
made by the dead to their living friends” (2869). Afterwards, before her introduction to the 
Society, Piper became a well-known paid medium charging a dollar for each sitting (2870).  
 In the same way that the governess suspects that Miles is influenced by Peter Quint in 
“The Turn of the Screw,” Piper claimed to receive her information from “the agency of an 
incredible dead doctor, one Phinuit, who spoke by her voice” (2870). Lang continues, “I could 
only infer […] that she knew what she did know either by ‘muscle-reading’ […] or telepathy, if 
there is such a thing” (2870).20 In the same way that William announced his free-will to believe, 
Lang concludes his essay with a reference  to William’s “The Will to Believe” when he writes, 
“In studying the evidence as to Mrs. Piper’s entranced revelations, one sees that many of her 
clients believed because they wished to believe” (2871).  
 If Lang, whose work was well received and respected by the Society, remained a skeptic, 
then what qualities did Mrs. Piper possess which consistently enchanted William? For William, 
researching Piper was a personal matter. The elder James brother first encountered the medium 
in 1885 on the recommendation of his mother-in-law (Haynes 80). William went to see Mrs. 
Piper anonymously, and according to Haynes “was given startlingly accurate information about 
various family affairs, including the death, the previous year, of his little son Herman” (80).21 
Inundated with a heavy workload, William left his work with Piper for several years. Then, in 
                                                          
20 “Muscle reading” is “interpreting the involuntary muscular movements of her clients’ hands which she held” 
(Lang 2870). Lang also explains, “I never could see why Mrs. Piper was allowed to hold her client’s hands […]. It is 
not permitted in the Society’s experiments in ‘thought transference.’ It vitiated the whole experiment” (2870).   
21 William described these first sittings with Mrs. Piper in his essay “Report of the Committee on Mediumistic 
Phenomena” (1886). A year after first being introduced to Piper, William explains, “I visited twelve séances, and 
took with me, or sent, personal friends enough to have, in all, first-hand reports of thirty-five visits, embracing 
sixteen or seventeen séances” (Essays 15).  
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March 1889, Alice Howe James and Robertson James attended a sitting with Mrs. Piper, who 
prognosticated the death of William’s aunt, Catherine Walsh.22  
 The sittings with Piper were recorded as a collected epistolic conversation in The Works 
of William James: Essays In Psychical Research, which states that “Catharine Walsh died on 
March 6, 1889, at ‘about 12 o’clock midnight A.M.’” (Essays 436). Signed and witnessed by 
Robertson James, William James, and Richard Hodgson, the first note dated March 6, 1889, at 1 
P.M. reads:23 
Mr. Roberson James has just called here on return from a sitting with Mrs. P., during 
which he was informed by Mrs. P – entranced – that “Aunt Kate” had died about 2 or 
2:30 in the morning […]. This has been written before any dispatch has been received 
informing of the death. (436) 
An hour later, as predicted by Piper, William received a telegram, which read, “Aunt Kate 
passed away a few minutes after midnight. – E. R. Walsh” (436). Alice Howe James described 
the sitting nearly a month later in detail. According to Alice, Mrs. Piper had mentioned the 
telegram specifically, after entering a trance, “throwing back her head” and saying, “Aunt Kate is 
here. All around me I hear voices saying, ‘Aunt Kate has come’” (437). These eerie settings 
successfully enticed William to continue his work with Piper. However, Mrs. Piper could not 
fool the entire James clan. In 1892, a month away from death, Alice James wrote:  
I do pray to Heaven that the dreadful Mrs. Piper won’t be let loose upon my defenseless 
soul. I suppose the thing “medium” has done more to degrade spiritual conception than 
                                                          
22 Robertson James (1846-1910) was Henry James’ youngest brother, who, after being injured in the Civil War, 
“became subject to severe and enduring bouts of alcoholism” (A Small Boy 345). Catherine Walsh (1812-89) was 
often referred to as “Aunt Kate” (346).  
23 Richard Hodgson was the Society researcher studying Mrs. Piper during William’s leave.  
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the grossest form of materialism or idolatry […]. And oh, the curious spongy minds that 
sop it all up and lose all sense of taste and humor!” (231) 
Unfortunately, Alice would not live to discover that William’s “mystery rest[ed] on the failure of 
the people upstairs to realize that the servants also have ears” (Essays 397). In 1929, years after 
the publication of William’s “A Record of Observation of Certain Phenomena of Trance” (1892) 
in the Society’s Proceedings, Mrs. Piper’s daughter, Alta Piper, published her mother’s 
biography. Alta Piper’s The Life and Work of Mrs. Piper explains that her grandparents had a 
servant who “had a sister in the service at a Boston home where James’s [sic] mother in law was 
a frequent visitor” (397). In her biography Alta further hints at her mother’s intimate relationship 
with the James family by fondly recounting a “merry Thanksgiving day with Prof. James in his 
family in their delightful home in Cambridge” (Piper 30-31). Clearly, William’s research lacked 
a certain level of anonymity; Mrs. Piper’s family was much too close.  
As early as 1889, the Society suspected that William’s friendship with Piper had 
compromised his research. That November, fellow Society member Richard Hodgson suggested 
that Mrs. Piper travel to England. This new venue effectively severed any personal contacts that 
could influence the Society’s research.  Alta Piper explained that her mother had previously 
“gone to stay with Prof. and Mrs. James in New Hampshire for a brief holiday as well as to 
discuss the final arrangements for her forthcoming trip” (49). This was the first of Piper’s 
voyages to England; the second was in 1906.  
 There is no evidence that Henry James attended one of Mrs. Piper’s sittings while she 
was in England. However as Beidler explains, “There can be no doubt that he knew about trance 
and possession. It is certain, for example, that he knew about Mrs. Leonore Piper” (Beidler 150). 
In October 1890, Frederic Myers asked James to present “Certain Phenomena of Trance” to the 
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Society’s Committee on Mediumistic Phenomena. On October 7, in a response to Myers, James 
declared his “complete detachment” from William’s research and his “total ignorance of Mrs. 
Piper and [his] general aversion to her species” (Letters 3:302). Even though he shared Alice’s 
skepticism of mediums, James gladly accepted Myers’ invitation. Amused, on October 20th 
William wrote Henry:  
I think your reading my Piper Letter is the most comical thing I ever heard of. It shows 
how first-rate a business man Myers is: he wants to bring a variety of éclat into the 
meeting […]. [A]nd I hope it may be the beginning of a new career, on your part, of 
psychic apostolicism.” (qtd. in Beidler 153-4)  
Always his brother’s intellectual rival, Henry’s response to his brother’s misplaced faith would 
be artfully surreptitious. After his presentation to the Society, James had all the tools he needed 
to write “The Turn of the Screw.” As Francis Roellinger explained in his essay, “Psychical 
Research and ‘The Turn of the Screw’,” James had an intimate knowledge of his brother’s 
psychical research and a personal connection to the English Society for Psychical Research 
(135). However, unlike William, James was wary of seditious servants.  
 Accordingly, James’ fondness for epistolary bonfires is indicative of an individual who 
values his private life. Public exposure is a recurrent theme in many of James’ works. Notably, 
James was wary of critics. In his novel The Reverberator (1888), James explores the effects of 
public scandal after reporter George Flack publishes inflammatory gossip in a tabloid periodical. 
In 1888, James’ serialized novella The Aspern Papers described the effect of poet Jeffrey 
Aspern’s personal documents on his posthumous legacy.24 Much like the conclusion in The 
                                                          
24 In his 1954 essay “The Ambiguity of Henry James,” Edmund Wilson hypothesized, “James knew exactly what he 
was doing and that he intended the governess to be suffering from delusions. [“The Turn of the Screw”], in the New 
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Aspern Paper, Edel suspects that “There existed some Henry James paper that needed burning, 
like the Aspern papers, one by one, to be sure that not a scrap was left to posterity” (Edel 341). 
James’ propensity for personal censorship was a family affair. In 1894, after receiving his copy 
of his sister’s diary from Katharine Loring, James wrote William explaining: 
[T]he printedness-en-toutes-lettres of so many names, personalities, hearsays (usually, on 
Alice’s part, through me!) about people etc. has, through making me intensely nervous 
and almost sick with terror about possible publicity, possible accidents, reverberation 
etc., poisoned as yet a good deal of my enjoyment of the wonderful character of the thing. 
(Letters 3:479-80) 
 Edel suspects that of the four printed copies of Alice’s diary, Loring, William, and Robertson 
James’ survive; “it has been assumed that [Henry James] destroyed his copy” (Letters 3:477n1).   
 As early as 1892, James began sculpting a tale around his fear of scandal. In a March 
notebook entry, James describes “a servant suspected of doing mean things – base things people 
in London take for granted servants do – reading letters, diaries, peering, spying, etc.” 
(Notebooks 65). In 1895, James returned to this idea, describing “The lying fine lady who 
assumes that her maid has spied on her” (Notebooks 147). Even the ghost story famously 
considered to be the germ of “The Turn of the Screw,” as told to James by Edward Benson, 
pivoted on the acts of wicked “servants in an old country house” (Notebooks 109).  
 Like William, James also felt the consequences of domestic apathy. In 1898, having 
recently settled into Lamb House, both James’ butler and his cook, Mr. and Mrs. Smith, suffered 
alcohol-induced mental breakdowns. After fifteen years following James across Europe, these 
                                                          




servants’ final migration to Lamb House culminated in what James described as “a domestic 
crisis” (Letters 4:76).  For the next three years the Smiths continued their downward spiral into 
alcoholism. Finally, James’ crisis finally ended in mid-September of 1901, when, in receiving 
guests, Mr. Smith, “who had been more or less drunk and helpless each day and all day for many 
previous, was most so on this complicated occasion” (205). James made it through the visit 
without his guests “suspecting the dire dessous of the situation,” but ultimately, James 
discharged the Smiths (205). On September 26, 1901, James wrote William explaining, “[The 
Smiths] while in my service, spent hundreds and hundreds of pounds in drink – and left me still 
in debt for it […]. As a climax of the latter I sit here tonight without a servant, to call a servant, 
in the house” (206-7).  
 In “The Turn of the Screw,” Peter Quint is James’ representation of the social threat of 
the lower classes. Like the Smiths, alcoholism is partially to blame for Quint’s undoing. As Mrs. 
Grose explains, “The icy slope, the turn mistaken at night and in liquor, accounted for much” 
(Beidler, ed., Collier’s 48; Beidler, ed., NYE 51). In his September letter,  James continued to 
describe his “domestic crisis” to William, explaining, “They will never turn round; they are lost, 
utterly; but I would have promised anything, in my desire to get them out of the house before 
some still more hideous helplessness made it impossible” (Letters 4:206). Unfortunately, for Bly, 
that hideous helplessness occurs when Quint “was found […] stone dead on the road from the 








Another Turn of the Screw:  James’ Revision of the New York Edition 
 
 In 1907, while James was touring America for his travel memoir The American Scene, 
back in England his second stenographer Mary Weld resigned (Edel 634).  James was fully 
engrossed in the arduous task of revising the bulk of his novels and tales for his monumental 
New York Edition. At the same instant, as James latter wrote, Miss Petheridge’s secretarial 
office sent the “young boyish Miss Bosanquet” to interview for the position of James’ new 
amanuensis (Letters 4:467). Edel explains, “Earlier that summer [Bosanquet] had heard chapters 
from The Ambassadors being dictated in the [secretarial] office”; believing she was James’ ideal 
typist, Bosanquet “promptly set herself to learn typing” (Edel 634). In her diary, Bosanquet 
explains, “I lodged an immediate petition that I might be allowed the next opportunity of filling 
the post”; she gained access to the same Remington typewriter James preferred and, upon his 
return to London she “could tap out paragraphs of The Ambassadors at quite a fair speed” 
(Bosanquet 243-4). During her interview, James seemed indifferent to her typing skills. Instead, 
he was interested in two things: “Rye was remote; would she find it too lonely? [… and] he was 
slow at dictating; she would have to amuse herself while he was evolving a sentence” (Edel 635). 
During the interview at Miss Petheridge’s London office, James and Bosanquet “sat in arm 
chairs on either side of a fireless grate,” and as she explains, she “found him overwhelming. He 
was much more massive than [she] had expected, much broader and stouter and stronger” 
(Bosanquet 244). As she listened James described the “life and labour of Rye” in a “strong, slow 
stream of his deliberate speech” (245). Bosanquet admits, “I wanted nothing but to be allowed to 
go to Rye and work his typewriter” (245). James granted her wish. He returned to Lamb House 
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and began dictating to Bosanquet that October. In a letter to William, he explains, Miss 
Bosanquet “is worth all the other (females) that I have had put together” (Letters 4:467).  
 Bosanquet described herself as “a medium between the spoken and the typewritten word” 
(Bosanquet 247). During the winter, James dictated to his typist in a paneled “green painted 
room on the upper floor of Lamb House” (246). This room was windowed; however, James 
preferred his large garden room, “which gave him a longer stretch for perambulation and a 
window overlooking the cobbled street […]. He liked to be able to relieve tension of a difficult 
sentence by a glance down the street; […] hailing a passing friend or watching a motor-car pant 
up the sharp little slope” (246).  During James’ idle periods, MacAlpine had smoked, Mary Weld 
would crochet, and Pamela Thurschwell’s Literature, Technology and Magical Thinking explains 
that Bosanquet began to develop an interest in psychical research. In 1908, while William was 
visiting James, he noticed Bosenquet reading a book on spiritualism. Intrigued, he “told her a 
‘new era’ was dawning in these matters” (Thurschwell 100). Unbeknownst to William, Henry’s 
twenty-eight year old typist had already witnessed the dawn of this new era as James revised 
“The Turn of the Screw.”  
 James’ typist began her work on the New York Edition in the autumn of 1907. According 
to Bosanquet, James dictated his novels and tales in two shifts. First, from “half-past ten to half-
past one,” James “undertook what he called ‘inventive’ work” where he composed the preface 
materials to be included at the beginning of each volume (Bosanquet 253). The second shift 
began in the evening, when James “read over again the work of former years, treating printed 
pages like so many proof-sheets of extremely corrupt text” (253). Bosanquet describes James as 
cultivating the “habit of forgetting past achievements almost to the pitch of a sincere conviction” 
in his mind that “nothing he had written before about 1890 could come with any shred of credit 
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through the ordeal of critical inspection” (253). For James, revision was the only way that his 
past tales could be held in due regard with his contemporary work. Pen in hand, James spent his 
evenings rephrasing his past work line by line. James believed he “could improve his early 
writing in nearly every sentence”; the only material he left unaltered was what he felt could not 
be improved (255).  As Bosenquet explained, “the legitimate business of revision was, for Henry 
James, neither substitution nor re-arrangement. It was the demonstration of values implicit in the 
earlier work, the retrieval of neglected opportunities” (257). James was not altering the work of a 
younger author; instead, he was making it “right” (255).  
As Philip Horne explains in his work Henry James and Revision, “[r]evision especially 
involves confidence, for it brings up a peculiar sharpness[,] questions of possession, re-
possession, and self-possession, as well as the possibility for loss” (Horne 48). Likewise, the 
New York Edition would demonstrate the fortitude of an older, wiser Henry James. James’ typist 
explains that the author’s language was more confident throughout his revisions. Specifically, 
using a paragraph from Four Meetings, Bosenquet shows how James replaced the phrase 
“vaguely appealing glance” with “particular vision” to illustrate “states of mind much more 
definite than [these] wonderings and longings and vague appeals” (259). Likewise, Thomas 
Cranfill and Robert Clark in their work An Anatomy of The Turn of the Screw explain, “[t]hough 
the governess impresses one as a sufficiently effusive and nerve-wracking in the text of 1898, 
James set about to intensify her expression of horror and suffering” (18). Cranfill and Clark show 
that in revision James intended the governess’ point of view to be definitive and emotional. 




One knows the most damning things about one’s self. Of course I had, about my young 
woman, to take a very sharp line. The grotesque business I had to make her picture and 
the childish psychology I had to make her trace and present, were, for me at least, a very 
difficult job, in which absolute lucidity and logic, a singleness of effect, were imperative. 
Therefore I had to rule out subjective complications of her own—play of tone etc.; and 
keep her impersonal save for the most obvious and indispensable little note of neatness, 
firmness and courage. (Letters 4:86) 
Here, James is responding to a critical letter from Wells, in which Wells criticizes his choice to 
keep “his character of the governess in ‘The Turn of the Screw’ ‘impersonal’” (87n3). After 
evaluating the numerous revisions examined by Cranfill and Clark, it seems that James agreed 
with Wells, however for opposite reasons. In the New York Edition, James had subtracted many 
vague adjectives in favor of expressions that reaffirm the governess’ state of mind as perceived 
by her: 
James set about to intensify her expression of horror and suffering. Her “grief” of 1898 
became her “anguish” of 1908.25 Similarly, James substituted “the unspeakable minute” 
for “the minute,”26 “tension” for “excitement,”27 “bolt” for “retreat,”28 “turmoil” for 
                                                          
25 “[S]he dropped, with a sudden sob, upon my sofa and, as I had seen her do before, gave way to all the grief of it” 
(Beidler, ed., Collier’s 131); “[S]he dropped with a sudden cry upon my sofa and, as I seen her do before, gave way 
to all the anguish of it” (Beidler, ed., NYE 104). 
26   “The rooks stopped cawing in the golden sky and the friendly hour lost, for the minute, all its voice” (Beidler, 
ed., Collier’s 29); “The rooks stopped cawing in the golden sky and the friendly hour lost for the unspeakable 
minute all its voice” (Beidler, ed., NYE 38). 
27 “I began to watch them in a stifled suspense, a disguised excitement that might well, had it continued too long, 
have turned to something like madness” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 48-49); “I began to watch them in a stifled suspense, 
a disguised tension, that might well, had it continued too long, have turned to something like madness” (Biedler, ed., 
NYE 52). 
28 “I could give the whole thing up—turn my back and retreat” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 98); “I could give the whole 
thing up—turn my back and bolt” (Beidler, ed., NYE 84). 
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“predicament,”29 “wailed” for “sobbed,”30 “ordeal” for “predicament,”31 “my horrid 
plunge” for “my plunge,”32 “my dreadful way” for “my way,”33 and “dreadful little 
mind” for “his little mind.”34 (Cranfill & Clark 18) 
In these examples, “grief” suggests regret whereas “anguish” is an emotion immediately felt by 
the governess. She also describes her emotional state in frantic terms; she “wailed” as opposed to 
quietly sobbing. For both the governess and William James, if there are consequences for 
disbelief and none for belief, then the correct choice is belief. William summarizes this in his 
Varieties of Religious Experience, “For practical life […], the chance of salvation is enough. No 
fact in human nature is more characteristic than its willingness to live on a chance. The existence 
of a chance makes the difference” (526-527). For the governess, the consequence of ignoring 
Peter Quint and Miss Jessel is the loss of the children’s souls. As Edel explained, the revisions 
change the governess’ “testimony from that of reports of things observed, perceived, recalled to 
things felt” (Ghostly Tales 434).  
 There is no doubt that James was aware of how these changes might affect the story. 
According to Bosanquet, James himself said, “[a]djectives are the sugar of literature and adverbs 
                                                          
29  Beidler explains that Cranfill and Clark say “James revised ‘predicament’ to ‘turmoil’ whereas it is actually 
‘bewilderment’ ([Beidler, ed., Collier’s 99]) that he changed to ‘turmoil’” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 153); “I made, in 
my bewilderment, for the schoolroom, where there were objects belonging to me that I should have to take” 
(Beidler, ed., Collier’s 99); “I made, in my turmoil, for the schoolroom, where there were objects belonging to me 
that I should have to take” (Beidler, ed., NYE 85). 
30 “I must have lain there long and cried and sobbed, for when I raised my head the day was almost done” (Beidler, 
ed., Collier’s 123); “I must have lain there long and cried and wailed, for when I raised my head the day was almost 
done” (Beidler, ed., NYE 100). 
31 “I might easily put an end to my predicament by getting away altogether” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 98); “I might 
easily put an end to my ordeal by getting away altogether” (Beidler, ed., NYE 84). 
32  “I find that I really hang back; but I must take my plunge” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 66); “I find that I really hang 
back; but I must take my horrid plunge” (Beidler, ed., NYE 64). 
33 “I again push my way through it to the end” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 98); “I again punch my dreadful way through 
it to the end” (Beidler, ed., NYE 64). 
34  “[I]f he were groping about in his little mind for something plausible” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 78); “[I]f he were 
groping about in his dreadful little mind for something plausible” (Beidler, ed., NYE 71). 
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the salt” (Bosanquet 258). His typist, who was intimately familiar with his work, believed that 
James’ “[a]bstractions give place to sharp definite images, loose vague phrases to closed-locked 
significances” (258) Therefore, the revisions made to “The Turn of the Screw” were meant to 
insure that any psychological ambiguities perceived by a reader originated from the narrator’s 
testimony, not the author’s style. Like Cranfill and Clark, Edel explains: 
If there is speculation as to what James’s “concious intentions” were, we can find a 
concrete answer here. The word “perceived” as used by [the governess] is invariably 
altered to felt.35 “I now recollect …” is changed to “I now feel…”36 and “it appeared to 
me …” to “it struck me ….” 37 (Ghostly Tales 434)  
Ultimately, in “The Turn of the Screw,” the governess is the only witness to document the events 
at Bly. If James intended his audience to question her mental stability, then what the governess 
“felt” is a derivative of her own unique psychology. By revising his story in this way, James has 
altered the governess’ perspective to one of introspective observation. For William the 
psychologist, “Introspective Observation is what we have to rely on first and foremost and 
always [sic]” (Principles 185). William continues by explaining, “All people unhesitatingly 
believe that they feel themselves thinking, and that they distinguish the mental state as an inward 
activity or passion” (185). Like James, William asks his students, “where now does the truth 
                                                          
35 “I perceived within half an hour that she was so glad” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 14); “I felt within half an hour that 
she was so glad” (Beidler, ed., NYE 29). “I now perceived still more how she had been beating about the bush” 
(Beidler, ed., Collier’s 133); “I now felt still more how she had been beating about the bush” (Beidler, ed., NYE 
105). 
36  “Adorable they must in truth have been, I now reflect, if I didn’t in these days hate them!” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 
91); “Adorable they must in truth have been, I now feel, since I did n’t [sic] in these days hate them!” (Beidler, ed., 
NYE 79). 
37 “Yet it appeared to me that we were all, at Bly, sufficiently sacrificed to make that venial” (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 




lie?” (189). On this subject James and William both conclude that a person knows an object 
exists if “my thought has the same object as his thought” (262). 
 More importantly, William notes, “If but one person sees an apparition we consider it his 
private hallucination. If more than one, we begin to think it may be a real external presence” 
(263n27). Throughout the story, the governess attempts to convince Mrs. Grose that the 
apparitions are stalking the children. In his 1955 essay “The Point of View,” Edel describes Mrs. 
Grose as she presses the governess for information. Edel explains, “Mrs. Grose, naturally, wants 
to know what they [the governess and children] know” (232). She has never personally seen 
Bly’s phantoms; everything she knows comes directly from the governess. When the governess 
explains that Flora was “perfectly aware” of Miss Jessel, and Mrs. Grose replies, “How can you 
be sure,” the governess suggests they confront Flora, but then immediately backtracks, “No, for 
God’s sake, don’t! She’ll say she isn’t – she’ll lie!” (232). Edel concludes that this scene 
“foreshadows the problems of the stream-of-consciousness writer” (232). The governess never 
successfully proves that there are any other witnesses. Therefore, in the revision of “The Turn of 
the Screw,” James uses terms like “felt” to describe the governess’ inward passions so that, in the 
same way she fails to convince Mrs. Grose, she also fails to convince her readers.  
 In her 1924 work The Writing of Fiction, Edith Wharton explains that James had a 
“hyper-sensitiveness to any comment on his own work” (54). Therefore, there are very few 
records of James discussing his stylistic choices for the NYE.38 Wharton theorizes that writers 
who attempt to explore complex literary devices often “become the slaves of their too-
                                                          
38 Here Wharton is discussing James’ use of dialogue in The Awkward Age. She contends that, “‘The Awkward Age’ 
lost more than it gained by being powdered into dialogue and that, had it been treated as a novel instead of a kind of 
hybrid play, the obligation of ‘straight’ narrative might have compelled him to face and elucidate the central 
problem instead of suffering it to lose itself in a tangle of talk” (Wharton 54). 
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fascinating theories” (84). In a way, she wrote, as James “became more and more preoccupied 
with the architecture of the novel he unconsciously subordinated all else to his ever-fresh 
complexities of design,” including reader accessibility (84). It is possible that his preoccupation 
with structure was the main symptom that caused the failure of his NYE. 
 James was aware of his predisposition in favor of these “complexities of design,” for he 
begins each volume of the NYE with an explanatory preface. As he explained in a letter to 
Charles Scribner’s Sons on July 30, 1905, each volume would contain a preface containing a 
“history of the work or the group” (Letters 4:367). For each novel or story, the preface offered 
readers “frank critical talk about its subject” (4:367). James hoped that his prefaces would create 
“a certain freshness of appetite and effect” (4:367). Prior to the NYE he wrote, “I have never 
committed myself in print in any way, even so much as by three lines to a newspaper, on the 
subject of anything I have written” (4:367). The preface to the twelfth volume of the NYE shares 
the same labyrinthine prose as the stories it introduces. However, hidden within the multitude of 
James’ parenthetical phrasing, his preface offers a few clues that help explain the purpose of the 
changes made to “The Turn of the Screw.” James explains that his story’s success was “a matter 
of appreciation, speculation, [and] imagination” (Beidler, ed., NYE 123). He theorizes that if the 
Collier’s edition failed to affect a critical reader, then it was the result of “monstrous emphasis,” 
or “indecently expatiating” (123). During the revision process, as Cranfill and Clark conclude, 
James hoped “to intensify [the governess’] expression of horror and grief” (Cranfill & Clark 18). 
His revisions do not change the story; instead, they reinforce the effects of a “conceived ‘tone,’ 
the tone of suspected and felt trouble, of an inordinate and incalculable sort” (Beidler, ed., NYE 
120). In the Collier’s edition, James’ “tone” reflects the theoretical similitudes of early psychical 
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research, whereas the revised NYE is a tempered exploration of the governess’ abnormal 
psychology.  
 In his 2010 edition of the Collier’s “The Turn of the Screw,” Peter Beidler concludes, 
“James’s revisions reveal nothing of his ‘intentions’ about whether the ghosts are real or merely 
the hallucinations of a neurotic governess” (Beidler ed., Collier’s 159). Beidler argues that out of 
more than five hundred revisions, James’ intent was equally divided between both psychical and 
psychological interpretations. For Beidler, the “originary excitement of composition was gone, 
and James could no longer quite recapture either the logic or magic of his first composition” 
(193). I maintain that the changes made to “The Turn of the Screw” were not the result of lost 
“logic or magic”; instead, they were inspired by the declining health of his primary inspiration, 
William. In his 1920 edition of William’s letters, William’s son (Harry) explains that in 
William’s later years, “[n]one but those near to him realized how often he was in discomfort or 
pain, or how constantly he was using himself to the limit of his endurance” (2:283). At the age of 
65, William was suffering from frequent chest pain and fatigue. In a letter to James dated 
October 6, 1907, William describes dictation work to his wife, Alice:  
We had been there a fortnight, trying to get some work done, and having to do most of it 
with our own hands, or rather with Alice’s heroic hands, for mine are worth almost 
nothing in these degenerate days. (2:298)      
As discussed earlier, James’ governess directly addresses William’s philosophy in “The 
Will to Believe” when she explains, “I could only get on at all by taking ‘nature’ into my 
confidence” (Biedler, ed., Collier’s 136; Beidler, ed., NYE 108). Therefore, as James’ brother’s 
health declined, “The Turn of the Screw” was losing its most influential and inspiring reader.  On 
December 19, 1908, after receiving volumes thirteen and fourteen of the NYE, William sent his 
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last letter to his brother. In his letter, William explains that he had begun declining new work on 
the grounds of “decrepitude of age” (H. James, ed., Letters 2:317). However, he had agreed to 
produce his last report on Mrs. Piper for the Society for Psychical Research. This report 
described William’s final sittings with Piper, who was allegedly in contact with William’s fellow 
researcher, Richard Hodgson, who had died in 1905.  While in the process of writing his “Report 
on Mrs. Piper’s Hodgson-Control,” William complained that the constant interruption of 
“thoracic symptom[s]” had made his normal work regiment increasingly difficult and with “very 
little result” (2:317).  
By 1908, as James was finishing his NYE, William’s working pace began to slow due to 
what he described as “a state of abominable brain-fatigue” (302). According to Edel, it would not 
be until June of 1910, when William traveled to Bad Nauheim to undergo curative bath 
treatment, that William’s condition had become terminal. As Edel explains, William, Alice, and 
Harry sailed to Europe to be with James, “They arrived in April and Alice [Howe James] took 
over Lamb house” (666). As William arrived, Henry had fallen into a deep depression; in June, 
Alice Howe James made an entry into her notebook that read, “William cannot walk and Henry 
cannot smile” (qtd. in Edel 667). She spent the next month at Lamb House tending to the two 
brothers. In August, as William’s condition worsened, Alice and Harry prepared for their return 
trip to America. On the 11th in a journal entry James explained, “[t]he dark cloud of William’s 
suffering state hangs over me to the exclusion of all other consciousness—though I am 
struggling back to work” (Notebooks 319).  Two weeks later, on the 26th in a letter to Grace 
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Norton, James wrote, “William passed unconsciously away […]—without apparent pain or 
struggle” (Letters 4:669). 39 
William, though often at odds with his father’s spiritualism, based his psychology on 
James Senior’s spiritual philosophy. On December 14, 1882, William had sent a letter from Paris 
expressing his regret for being unable to attend to his dying father. James Senior died on the 18th 
never having read William’s letter, which then served as a eulogy at his funeral, on the last day 
of December 1882:  
In that mysterious gulf of the past into which the present soon will fall and go 
back and back, yours is still for me the central figure. All my intellectual life I 
derive from you; and though we have often seemed at odds in the expression 
thereof, I’m sure there’s a harmony somewhere, and that our strivings will 
combine. What my debt to you is goes beyond all my power of estimating, — so 
early, so penetrating, and so constant has been the influence. (qtd. in Edel 285) 
Likewise, for James, William was his epitome of creativity. The introduction to his memoir A 
Small Boy and Others (1913) shares the tone of William’s letter to his father. According to 
James, his memoir’s primary purpose was to “attempt to place together some particulars of the 
early life of William James” (5). Originally intended to be a “collection of his recently dead 
brother’s letters,” A Small Boy and Others became the tale of William and Henry James’ 
childhood together (5n10).  
                                                          
39 Grace Norton was a longtime friend of the James family, “ sister of C.E. Norton and Mrs. Norton’s sister Sara 
Sedgwick” (Letters 1:98n19). 
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As Adam Gopnik’s 2016 New Yorker review-essay “Little Henry, Happy at Last” 
suggests, as a boy James knew “[H]e was judged insufficiently masculine by the standards of his 
time, queer and perverse and in some ways disappointing to all” (76). Therefore, throughout his 
life William acted as his fraternal mentor. As Edel explains, James’ father was “strong, manly, 
yet weak and feminine, soft and yielding” (15). William on the other hand was Henry’s ideal role 
model (15). James described William as an intellectual and social paragon. William would “play 
with boys who curse and swear” (A Small Boy 202). In his memoir, James writes that William “I 
see, needed no reasons, no consciousness other than that of being easily able. So he drew 
because he could, while I did so in the main only because he did” (205). Edel describes their 
relationship as the “struggle of two brothers, after half a lifetime of ‘twinship,’ to achieve their 
individuality” (Edel 245). Therefore, as William learned to describe the world through art and 
philosophy, James studied the written word. In his memoir, James reflected on how he and 
William interpreted visual representation; both brothers made “the most of every image in view” 
(205). As they traveled Europe and New England as children, the James brothers absorbed the 
numerous illustrations found throughout Victorian popular culture like Punch Magazine, Frank 
Leslie’s New York Journal, the plays of Tom Taylor, and the works of Delaroche.40 
 For James, whenever his individuality failed him, he always returned to William’s 
mentorship. Moreover, “The Turn of the Screw” is a key example of James’ reverence for his 
                                                          
40 James describes seeing a performance of Tom Taylor’s Still Waters Run Deep, performed at the Olympic Theatre 
(London) on May 14, 1855. Taylor was also the editor of Punch Magazine from 1874-1880. Also, according to Edel, 
Taylor wrote the uncredited serialized novella “Temptation” for Frank Leslie’s New York Journal in January, 1855 
(Edel and Tintner 3). In their 1985 essay “The Private Life of Peter Quin[t]: Origins of “The Turn of the Screw,” 
Edel and Adeline Tintner write, “The novelist once described the childhood comfort of the tea-hour in a large James 
family home at 58 West 14th Street in Manhattan, when he read popular literature and Punch” (Edel and Tintner 2). 
It is likely that James had read Taylor’s novella. While there is no primary evidence that James had read Taylor’s 
“Temptation,” the serial contains many striking similarities with “The Turn of the Screw,” including characters 
named Peter Quin, Miles, Douglas, and associations with Harvey Street in London (2).  
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brother’s work. After his own theatrical career failed, James found success by modeling his 
novella on William’s psychology. This influence is present in the Collier’s edition, and through 
his revisions, James tempered the vividness of his psychological narrative.  
Contrary to Edith Wharton’s early hypothesis, there was one person with whom James 
frequently discussed his stylistic choices, William. Although James made stylistic revisions 
throughout his entire body of work the revisions he made to his early novella, Daisy Miller 
(1879) illustrate just how influential William’s early criticism was on James later revisions. Early 
in James’ career, William had attacked the frivolity of his works. In his Henry James and 
Revision, Horne cites an “1868” letter sent to James from William in which he directly 
comments on James’ stylistic choices (229) 41:  
You expressly restrict yourself, accordingly, to showing a few external acts and speeches, 
and by the magic of your art making the reader feel back of these the existence of a body 
of being of which these are casual features. (qtd. in Horne 229)  
As Horne explains, William’s “evocation of such a ‘feeling’ in Daisy’s case is naturally more a 
poetic than a critical process, calling not for ‘mere concentration’ but for ‘a sufficiently brooding 
tenderness’ to draw out its charm” (229). In his response to William, James defended his work 
explaining, “I think you take things too rigidly and unimaginatively—too much as if an artistic 
experiment were a piece of conduct, to which one’s life were somehow committed” (Letters 
2:193). 
                                                          
41 Horne dates this letter in 1868, with a footnote citing (The Letters of William James, i. 271) (229n3). Horne’s 
bibliographic entry refers to the 1920 edition of The Letters of William James; however, this letter is not present on 
the page listed by Horne. William’s letter was likely to have been sent in 1878, since, as Horne points out, Daisy 
Miller “was first published in England, in the Cornhill of June-July 1878, and in book form, with some revisions, by 
Macmillan the next year” (228).    
48 
 
While the evidence of William’s influence on the revised “The Turn of the Screw” is 
subtle, his critique of James’ Daisy Miller had a direct effect on its revised edition. In 1878, 
according to Edel, William “had objected to the ending of ‘Daisy,’ which seemed to him 
frivolous” (246). He believed that his brother should strive for “greater ‘fatness and bigness’” in 
his stories (246). At this point James was already a prolific author. In response, on November 14, 
1878, James wrote, “I don’t think however you are always right, by any means. As for instance 
in your objection to the closing paragraph of Daisy Miller, which seems to me queer and narrow, 
and as regards which I don’t seize your point of view” (Letters 2:193). James continued, “I don’t 
trust your judgement altogether (if you will permit me to say so) about details; but I think you 
are altogether right in returning always to the importance of subject” (Letters 2:193). During this 
early period of success, James seems quick to disregard William’s advice. However, later in life, 
while revising Daisy Miller for the NYE, James approached his revisions with a retrospective 
eye. According to Horne, James ultimately took his brother’s advice; in its revised form, Horne 
explains, Daisy Miller introduced several instances of “connoting deliberation and science and 
considered judgment” previously absent from the novella (Horne 229). In her biography 
Bosanquet had explained, James’ addition of abstraction provided his characters a certain 
distinctness (258). To illustrate this, Horne compares a passage from the original edition of Daisy 
Miller with the same passage from the New York Edition: 
 “I am afraid your habits are those of a flirt”, said Winterbourne, gravely […]. 
“I am afraid your habits are those of a ruthless flirt”, said Winterbourne with studied 
severity […]. (Horne 230) 
Here, the addition of the adjective “ruthless” and the phrase “studied severity” has effectively 
given Winterbourne the “body of being,” as suggested by William in 1878 (Horne 229).  By 
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making Daisy more conscious of her feelings, the revisions are “loving rehearings of the process 
of judgement, James’ ‘living testimony to the importance of the facts’” (264) In summary, Horne 
explains that James realized that William’s “evocation of such a ‘feeling’ in Daisy’s case is 
naturally more a poetic than a critical process” (229).42  
 Unlike A Small Boy and Others (1913), James’ second memoir, Notes of a Son and 
Brother (1914), was to be a collection of family letters that would act as a memorial to William. 
According to Edel, “James wrote now in the voice of his father and his brother. When he quoted 
from their letters he freely revised their texts, as if they needed the same retouching given his 
own work in the New York Edition” (672).43 While Edel contends that James, “in accordance 
with the imperious impulses of his ego, was taking total possession of the family,” by its very 
nature Notes of a Son and Brother has a foundation built upon William’s influence. After 
William’s death, In a September 11, 1910, letter to H.G. Wells James explained that William 
“had an inexhaustible authority for me, and I feel abandoned and afraid, even as a lost child […]. 
My life, thank God, is impregnated with him” (Letters 4:562). Moreover, to read James’ 
revisions of “The Turn of the Screw” as the work of a writer who has forgotten what his 
“original purpose and narrative strategies were” is to read the revisions of a writer who is dealing 
with the possibility of losing the person for whom he had written his original edition (Beidler ed., 
Collier’s 193). In this way, the revisions James made to his story do not shed light on the 
reliability of the governess’ perspective; instead, they show the evolution of a writer, his 
understanding of the psychological narrative, and the effects of his brother, who had acted as his 
primary influence throughout his career. Moreover, in the same way that James’ found himself 
                                                          
42 The revised edition of Daisy Miller was sent to Scribner’s September 25th, 1908 (Horne 228n1).  
43 Harry James had protested the edits made to William’s letters in Notes of a Son and Brother, and would later 
publish the first edition of his father’s letters in 1920 (Edel 673).  
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mourning for his lost peers in the years following the failure of Guy Domville, after William’s 
death he had lost the last remnant of his family.44 For James, his family was a harmonious whole, 
each member acting as a single piece of a larger device which had previously supported his 
creative mind and William was his lodestone. As Edel explains, James has always 
“characterize[ed] himself as unadaptive, aloof, lacking in William’s social qualities, and 
express[ed] clearly what he [had] always wanted to be—his elder brother” (18). 
  Even on his deathbed, James’ dictations illustrate this idea of a creative twinness with 
William.  On December 12, 1915, after a series of strokes, James called for Bosanquet, who 
transcribed his last series of dictations: 
[A]cross the border 
all the pieces            
Individual souls, great … of [word lost] on which great perfections are if one does … in 
the fulfilment with the neat and pure and perfect.” (Letters 4:812)45 
As Edel concludes, by the end of December James had stopped dictating to Bosanquet; 
“[o]ccasionally Mrs. William James observed his hand moving across his bedcover as if he were 
writing” (Letters 4:808). On February 28, 1916, she wrote, “He was gone. Not a shadow on his 
                                                          
44 In Notes of a Son and Brother, James describes a vision of his younger self: 
As I sit in the light of my kerosene, with the fire quietly consuming in the grate and the twilight on the 
snow outside and the melancholy old-fashioned strains of the piano dimly rising from below, I see in a 
vision those at home just going in to dinner; my aged, silvered Mother leaning on the arm of her stalwart 
yet flexible H., merry and garrulous as ever, my blushing Aunt with her old wild beauty still hanging about 
her, my modest Father with his rippling raven locks, the genial auld Rob and the mysterious Alice, all rise 
before me, a glorified throng; but two other forms, one tall, intellectual, swarthy, with curved nose and 
eagle eye, the other having breadth rather than depth, but a goodly morsel too, are wanting to complete the 





face, nor the contraction of a muscle” (qtd. in Edel 715). In conclusion, at the end of his life 
James felt that he was alone, the last living piece of a creative partnership. As Alice explained in 
her notebook, James continued to write until death when he was able to reunite with his fraternal 




























In her essay “Henry James’s Ghosts,” Virginia Woolf suggests that in “The Turn of the 
Screw” “it is the silence that first impresses us” (Woolf 159). Woolf continues, “[e]verything at 
Bly is so profoundly quiet. The twitter of birds at dawn, the far-away cries of children, faint 
footsteps in the distance stir it but leave it unbroken” (159). Here Woolf has described the quality 
that defines “The Turn of the Screw” as a modern psychological ghost story. It is easy to 
conclude that Peter Quint and Miss Jessel are an obvious evil, personified as figments of a 
deranged governess’ imagination. However, as Woolf explains, at the end of James’ novella the 
reader is left with a strange feeling, “We are afraid of something unnamed, of something 
perhaps, in ourselves” (160). Ultimately, we are afraid of the possibility, that like the governess, 
what we perceive as reality is actually a dangerous hallucination (160). James was careful to 
conceal the governess narrative within the framework of an innocuous ghost story, thus making 
“The Turn of the Screw” accessible to the New Woman audience that Robert Collier had 
intended to attract with his new Collier’s Weekly. However, the empty space, Woolf’s “silence,” 
is what has continued to attract audiences to the novella more than a hundred years after its first 
publication in 1898.   
Moreover, James’ silence in “The Turn of the Screw” successfully appealed to a second 
intellectual audience, James’ brother William and the Society for Psychical Research. As 
William described in his 1890 Principles of Psychology, in the chapter titled The Perception of 
Reality:   
The whole distinction of real and unreal, the whole psychology of belief, disbelief, and 
doubt, is thus grounded on two mental facts—first, that we are liable to think differently 
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of the same; and second, that when we have done so, we can choose which way of 
thinking to adhere to and which to disregard (920).  
Where nervous hallucination had lead James Sr. down the path of spiritualism, William’s 
experience with the psychical inspired his new psychology. Similar to William’s thesis in his 
essay “The Will to Believe,” the governess is forced to respond to the demands of her “passional 
nature” (1133).  She must decide if the apparitions are real and the children are in danger, or if 
they are the result of a mind plagued by stress, incapable of imposing its will on the world 
around it. In this way, we see the interplay between William’s philosophy and James’ literary 
creativity. In his novella, James has effectively translated the rhetoric of his brother’s 
contemporary psychology into what he described in the Preface of the New York Edition volume 
12 as a “mere modern ‘psychical’ case” (Beidler, ed., NYE 117).  
In 1897, after suffering through the loss of his sister Alice and the death of his career in 
theatre, James found his second wind. As Edel explains, in their youth William saw James as the 
“idiosyncratic younger brother who troubled so little with the facts in which William was 
interested, those of science and the laboratory” (Letters 1:xxvi). “The Turn of the Screw” 
represents the point at which the fraternal rivalry shared between William and James evolved 
into the creative partnership I have delineated throughout this thesis. Conclusively, James’ 
novella owes its cerebral essence to William’s psychology.  
For James, William’s work acted as the interpretative lens that he used to develop his 
novella. Throughout “The Turn of the Screw,” James is experimenting with the consequences of 
willful choice as defined by William’s “The Will to Believe”:  
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In all important transactions of life we have to take a leap in the dark… If we decide to 
leave the riddles unanswered, that is our choice. If we waver in our answer, that too is a 
choice; but whatever choice we make, we make it at our peril. (1140)46  
Therefore, weary of what Alice James termed as the “materialism” and “idolatry” associated 
with his father’s spiritualism and of William’s work with Society of Psychical Research and its 
fascination with Lenora Piper, James warned his readers of the perils associated with the 
ambiguity of pragmatic choice (A. James 231; Beidler, ed., NYE 117). However, like William he 
understood that psychology, the “science of mental life,” was a way to describe the psychical in 
terms firmly grounded in scientific reality. James must have been reflecting on this when, on 
October 21, 1898, he wrote to Dr. Louis Wildstein. In his letter he explained, that “The Turn of 
the Screw” “dealt with things so hideous that [he] felt that to save it at all it needed some 
infusion of beauty or prettiness, and the beauty of the pathetic was the only attainable—was 
indeed inevitable” (4:84). James’ pathetic beauty comes in the form of the governess’ abnormal 
psychology. As the matriarch of Bly, the governess is “young, untried, nervous,” and forced to 
negotiate the possibility that her master’s former servants are corrupting Miles and Flora from 
beyond the grave (Beidler, ed., Collier’s 6; Beidler, ed., NYE 25). Likewise, the children then 
become the victims of the governess’ imposing authority. James confirms this in his letter to 
Wildstein when he explains that the governess’ will has effectively debased “the helpless 
plasticity of childhood” (4:84). In this way, the influence of William is ubiquitous and 
psychological throughout the Collier’s Weekly edition of “The Turn of the Screw.” Later, 
                                                          
46 William continues, “We stand on a mountain pass in the midst of whirling snow and blinding mist, through which 
we get glimpses now and then of paths which may be deceptive. If we stand still, we shall be frozen to death. If we 
take the wrong road, we shall be dashed to pieces. We do not certainly know whether there is any right one. What 
must we do? ‘Be strong and of a good courage.’ Act for the best, hope for the best, and take what comes … If death 
ends all, we cannot meet death better” (1140).   
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however, William’s presence, though equally pronounced in James’ revised New York Edition, 
appears in a much more personal form.  
In 1913, after reading James’ “Family Book,” The Notes of a Son and Brother, Harry 
James wrote his uncle explaining that he was frustrated with the changes James made to 
William’s collected correspondents. Harry asked James, “Why in the world, if you didn’t expect 
to use them [William’s letters], did you then take dictating liberties with them?” (Letters 4:801). 
In his response, James described a reemergence of a long forgotten source of inspiration. 
Affected by Harry’s skepticism, he identified William’s letters as the “germ” of a larger literary 
project (801). He explained, “I found myself again in such close relation with your Father, such a 
revival of relation as I hadn’t known since his death” (802). As if acting as William’s medium, 
he continued:  
I found myself again in such close relation with your Father, such a revival of relation as 
I hadn’t known since his death, and which was a passion of tenderness for doing the best 
thing by him that the material allowed, and which I seemed to feel him in the room and at 
my elbow asking me for as I worked and as he listened. It was as if he had said to me on 
seeing me lay my hands on the weak little relics of our common youth, “Oh but you’re 
not going to give me away, to hand me over, in my raggedness and my poor accidents, 
quite unhelped, unfriended, you’re going to do the very best for me you can, aren’t you, 
and since you appear to be making such claims for me you’re going to let me seem to 
justify them as much as I possibly may?” (802)  
As Edel explains, till his death he believed “that his friends were as reticent as he was. If he 
burned letters he received, surely they burned his letters as well” (Letters 1:xiii). Therefore, it is 
difficult to ascertain whether his response to Harry was written from his heart or from his ego. 
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However, as I have demonstrated, the tone of James’ revisions bemoans William’s deteriorating 
health and the prospect of his eventual passing. As Edel explains, “[h]e had loved his brother 
with a strong devotion and admiration to which he diminished himself in his belief in William’s 
superiorities” (Edel 669). In a 1910 letter to Edith Wharton, James describes William’s death as 
if a piece of himself had died, “My beloved brother’s death has cut into me, deep down, even as 
an absolute mutilation” (qtd. in Edel 669).  
In its original form, “The Turn of the Screw” acted as a monument to William and 
Henry’s intellectual unity. Therefore, the revisions made to the 1908 edition affect the 
“conceived ‘tone’” of James’ novella in ways that extend outside of the text itself (Beidler, ed., 
120).  The final edition of “The Turn of the Screw” is the work of an experienced, mature author. 
An author who could reflect on his past as a “succession of flights and drops, a little see-saw of 
the right throbs and the wrongs” (Beidler, ed., Colliers 11; Beidler, ed., NYE 28). An author who 
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